Entering the field: beginning teachers' positioning experiences of the staffroom by Christensen, Erin et al.
 *School of Education, University of Newcastle, Newcastle, Australia, 2308. Phone: 
+610410064855.  Email: erin.m.christensen@newcastle.edu.au 
 
Entering the field: Beginning teachers’ positioning experiences of the staffroom  
 
Erin Christensena*, Tony Rossib, lisahunterc & Richard Tinningd 
 
a School of Education, University of Newcastle, Newcastle, Australia  
b Associate Professor, School of Exercise and Nutrition Science Queensland University 
of Technology, Brisbane, Australia 
c Te Tari o Te Akoranga Takakau-a-Ora/Department of Sport & Leisure Studies, Te 
Whare Wananga O Waikato/The University of Waikato, Kirikiriroa/Hamilton, 
Aotearoa/New Zealand 
d Emeritus Professor, School of Human Movement Studies, The University of 
Queensland, Brisbane, Australia  
 
  
  
2 
Abstract 
Little is known about beginning teachers’ political positioning experiences of the 
staffroom. This paper employs Bourdieu’s conceptual tools of field, habitus and capital 
to explore beginning HPE teachers’ positioning experiences and learning in staffrooms, 
the place in which teachers spend the majority of their non-teaching school time. From 
an Australian context, we present beginning (or emerging) teachers’ stories from one 
rural general staffroom and one urban departmental staffroom. Using the narratives we 
reflect upon how their positioning in the politics of the staffroom as beginning teachers 
presented significant challenges including negotiating the professional micropolitics, 
negotiating capital, and negotiating opportunities and risks for reflection and change in 
contrasting social spaces.  
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Introduction: Beginning teachers, micropolitics and staffrooms 
The transition from university to full-time teaching has been described as an 
abrupt ‘reality shock’ (Lacey, 1977; Lortie, 1975; Veenman, 1984), and acknowledged 
as significantly influential on beginning teachers’ career paths and choices (Huberman, 
1989; Ingersoll & Smith, 2004). This challenge not only concerns the transition into and 
management of the classroom environment, but also the negotiation of the schools 
‘bewildering organizational landscape’ (Curry, Jaxon, Russell, Callahan, & Bicais, 
2008, p. 661). The ‘cultural codes’ beginning teachers must understand in order to fit in, 
are typically informally passed on to newcomers via established staff members 
(Schempp, Sparkes, & Templin, 1993) and are consistent with many of the conventions 
surrounding the notion of learning at work (Illeris, 2011). As such the staffroom1, 
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presents as an ‘arena of struggle’ (Ball, 1987, p.216), ‘a contact zone of contested 
stories’ (Christensen [née Flanagan], 2013, p. 81) and as a micropolitical reality in 
beginning teachers work situations (Kelchtermans & Ballet, 2002b). In this 
micropolitical staffroom context, ‘where different staffroom occupant’s/character’s 
interests and agendas meet, collide and compete for fulfilment and recognition’ 
(Christensen, 2013, p.81), beginning teachers must navigate, position themselves and 
learn customary and desirable behaviours and perspectives of the teaching profession. It 
is the negotiation, micropolitical learning and positioning experiences of beginning 
health and physical education (HPE)2 teachers in two contrasting staffroom spaces in 
Australian schools that represent the focus of this paper. 
For beginning HPE teachers, staffrooms act as important professional learning 
places (Christensen, 2013; lisahunter, Rossi, Tinning, Flanagan & Macdonald, 2011; see 
also Rossi, lisahunter, Christensen & Macdonald, 2015) where their professional 
development may be hindered through their unequal positioning in the HPE subject 
department (Keay, 2005, 2009). HPE departmental staffrooms have been reported to 
function as communities of practice and as sites of workplace learning for preservice 
teachers (Sirna, et al., 2008) a place where preservice and beginning teachers participate 
and interact to understand who they are and what they do professionally (lisahunter et 
al., 2011; Sirna, Tinning & Rossi, 2010). Hence the HPE departmental staffroom is 
considered a space where the constraints of the HPE department seem to offer only 
limited possibilities in terms of developing and learning to become a HPE teacher 
(Rossi & lisahunter, 2012).  
Studies concerning micropolitical learning and positioning experiences of 
beginning HPE teachers are rare. The micropolitical perspective emphasises how 
individuals or ‘actors’ within organisations interact with others with differing interests, 
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goals, status, power and authority (Marshall & Scribner, 1991), with members of the 
school understood as political actors who employ strategic power to pursue their 
interests in their daily work (Ball, 1987). Apart from the works by Author One (see 
Flanagan, 2012; Christensen [née Flanagan], 2013) there is limited research which 
specifically considers beginning teachers micropolitical experiences of the staffroom, 
which, apart from the formal classroom context, occupies the majority of teachers’ in-
school time (works by Curry et al, 2008; Kelchtermans & Ballet, 2002a, 2002b; 
Schempp et al, 1993, have explored beginning teacher micropolitical experiences of the 
school). This paper seeks to address this noticeable silence within the literature 
regarding beginning HPE teachers’ micropolitical positioning experiences (herein 
referred to as positioning experiences) of the staffroom.  
 
The staffroom as a space in the field of teaching 
Within the HPE context, Bourdieu’s conceptual tools have been used to explain 
durable norms and practices (see for example Brown, 2006; Gorely, Holroyd, & Kirk, 
2003; Hunter, 2004; Light & Kirk, 2000). For Bourdieu (1998), the term habitus most 
closely refers to a set of durable dispositions, tastes, and ways of thinking, acting and 
being that are shaped through individuals’ experiences in various social settings. The 
body is pivotal to habitus because through practice, social and cultural norms become 
inscribed in the body as gestures, deportment, perspectives, behaviours, and tastes. 
Individuals interact and engage in various overlapping social settings that Bourdieu 
(1977) describes as fields. Field is generally understood as a social arena of 
relationships and practices through which certain values and beliefs are situated by the 
actions of people who maintain the relationships in the field (Wacquant, 1989). 
However, Bourdieu in an interview with Wacquant (1989) also referred to field as a 
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network or a configuration of relations whereby those within the field were 
‘determined’ by those relations. In addition, Bourdieu described how each field 
regardless of how it overlaps with others, generates its own values system in which the 
occupants of the field come to both believe and invest. In spite of Bourdieu’s claim that 
fields constantly try to differentiate themselves from others, they tend not to manifest 
observable beginning and end points. Fields then understood as social spaces are both 
infused with and held together by the power struggles and organizing structures by 
which they are constituted (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). The relationship between 
habitus and field is mutually constitutive and dynamic. That is, through the practices in 
the social field, individuals contribute to shaping that field. At the same time, through 
this ongoing experiential process, habitus is constituted by the field. Over time through 
practice in a field, socially constructed practices, including ways of thinking, may 
become embodied in individuals and ‘naturalized’ (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992) as a 
way to be accepted and positively positioned within the field.  
In this paper we conceptualized the staffroom as a space in the field of teaching, 
where the field is enacted in a particular way. The staffroom is a contested social 
[work]space where individuals are offered, or claim, different modes of participation 
based on power dynamics and perceptions as described by Bourdieu (1989, 1990, 1998) 
but also by Billet, (2001) within contemporary theorising of work place learning. The 
interactions and positioning are influenced by the relative amounts of valued capital 
individuals (teachers) are recognized as embodying (Bourdieu, 1984, 2000). The value 
or capital granted particular resources or dispositions are particular to the context and 
may be cultural, social, physical, symbolic or economic. In HPE departmental 
staffrooms, such as those seen in many urban school settings in Australia (see for 
example Flanagan, 2012; Christensen [née Flanagan], 2013), such dispositions are 
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played out through the physical culture of HPE, the cultural practices surrounding sport, 
the body, exercise and fitness (see Christensen & Rossi, 2015; Rossi, lisahunter & 
Christensen, & Macdonald, 2015; Sirna et al 2008 & 2010), and the moral gaze that 
these factors tend to attract.  
This paper employs Bourdieu’s conceptual tools of field, habitus and capital to 
explore beginning HPE teachers’ positioning experiences and learning in two 
contrasting staffroom contexts in Australia. While our previous work suggests that the 
HPE departmental staffroom tends to be a bounded space with unwritten rules and 
expectations that guide practice within that space (Rossi, lisahunter, Christensen & 
Macdonald, 2015), in this paper we will suggest that for HPE teachers, general 
staffroom spaces, that is staffrooms constituted by teachers from a variety of teaching 
areas, are also shaped by (possibly different) unwritten rules and expectations that do 
create (albeit weak) juridical frontiers (see Wacquant, 1989). This is particularly so, as 
we found in Larry’s story, in a small rural Australian setting. Here we present two 
beginning teachers’ contrasting staffroom stories, Larry’s story from rural Johnson 
School, and Millie’s story from urban McRiver School. Importantly, we acknowledge 
that not all the participants in the broader study, in HPE departmental staffrooms and 
general staffrooms experienced beginning teaching in the same way. We can say 
however, that the two teachers represented here were typical of the participants of the 
broader study in that their positioning in the politics of the staff, as negotiated in the 
staffroom as a beginning teacher, presented significant challenges (Flanagan, 2012; 
Christensen [née Flanagan], 2013). Amongst these challenges was the negotiation of the 
professional micropolitics, negotiation of capital, and negotiation of opportunities and 
risk for reflection and change in the contested social [work]space of the staffroom.  
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Methodology 
A narrative inquiry approach 
The work reported here emerged from a broader study (Flanagan, 2012) that was 
embedded in a larger project3 (see Rossi, lisahunter, Christensen & Macdonald, 2015). 
Flanagan’s (2012) work was a narrative inquiry (see Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) into 
beginning teacher workplace micropolitical learning with a focus on the staffroom. 
Drawing on what Christensen [née Flanagan]  (2013, p. 76) has described elsewhere as 
micropolitical staffroom stories, ‘that is the stories beginning teachers told of their 
micropolitical staffroom context’, we were interested in the beginning teachers’ 
positioning experiences of the staffroom space into which they transitioned when 
commencing their first teaching contract.  
 
Participant recruitment and selection 
The larger project followed the transition of seven students from the 2008 
graduating cohort of a HPE Initial Teacher Education Program at a capital city 
university in Australia into the completion of their first year of employed teaching. 
Christensen recruited potential participants from the related project on staffrooms in 
their final weeks of undergraduate study, post-practicum, with confirmation of 
participation occurring on receipt of their teaching appointment. These participants 
transitioned into a variety of urban or rural settings with a variety of departmental and 
general staffroom configurations.  
 
Ethical challenges 
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 Comprehensive ethical approval was granted by the organising institution for the 
larger, overall project. However, there were important ethical procedures that were 
warranted for this smaller aspect of the research. Anonymity was crucial. The 
participants of this study as new recruits had little power of capital (we talk about this at 
length later) and hence were potentially vulnerable. Hence meetings and interviews 
were held away from the schools or by telephone. Data, including names and places 
were de-identified during transcription Email, text and Facebook messages were to 
private accounts accessed only by Christensen. All subsequently co-constructed stories 
(as described below) were returned to and checked by participants for accuracy.  
 
Creation of field texts 
A variety of field texts (as described by Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) were 
composed with participants including semi-structured interviews/conversations, 
photographs, Facebook messages, emails, and text messages in relation to staffroom 
experiences.  
Semi-structured interviews/conversations were directed towards participants’ 
micropolitical experiences of the school and staffroom context and were conducted 
prior to the commencement of the first school term, three/four weeks after the 
commencement of Term One, during Term Two and nearing the completion of Term 
Four. The initial conversation focused on participants’ past experiences and 
understandings of staffrooms, their expectations and anticipated strategies to negotiate 
the new space, and their reported practices they used to manage their transition into a 
new staffroom. Through the simultaneous exploration of all three commonplaces of 
narrative inquiry, temporality, sociality and place (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000), 
subsequent conversations sought to explore the narratively constructed particularities of 
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the interaction between people, places, and things (Connelly & Clandinin 1995) which 
comprised participants’ experiences of the staffroom. While the majority of 
conversations were face-to face, some conversations had to be conducted by phone 
because of location and/or privacy. All verbal correspondence was digitally recorded 
and later transcribed verbatim. Transcriptions were checked for accuracy by 
Christensen.  
Other field texts that included photographs, emails, Facebook messages and 
texting were created and documented parenthetically with all participants throughout 
the year. Participants also took photographs of the staffroom during Term Two, which 
were subsequently used to stimulate and direct discussion in conversations in the third 
interview. Other field texts formed memory enhancers that filled in the spaces of 
forgotten occurrences (outward experiences) and feelings (inward experiences) 
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000), to inform and shape on-going conversations conducted 
with each participant.  
 
Interim research texts 
Through the process of fluid [re]reading (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) of field 
texts over time, narrative accounts of each participants’ micropolitical staffroom 
experiences were composed (see Christensen’s [née Flanagan], 2013 for a detailed 
description of this process). Christensen sought to be respectful of participants’ stories 
of experience and acknowledged that it was the participants’ stories of their experiences 
shared in relation with her as a researcher that was shared.  
Selected staffroom stories (Flanagan, 2012) from two participants’ narratives 
more broadly are presented here. Using the necessary care in composition and selection 
as advocated by Clandinin, (2006), these stories are informed by the micropolitical 
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perspective, emerging from a developing and on-going micropolitical plotline of the 
participants’ first year of teaching. The stories of Millie and Larry are partial 
representations of their narrative accounts more broadly, adapted and written in the 
interest of constituting a particular kind of story.  
 
The participants 
The two participants were chosen for their difference in staffroom and 
employment context. Both participants had commenced their undergraduate program of 
study in 2005, Millie entering at the age of 19, after working in retail for one year and 
Larry at the age of 18, directly from school. Millie had also completed the Honours 
Program. As her first teaching appointment, Millie had received a six-month contract (a 
non-permanent position) in an urban Secondary School4, subsequently extended by six 
months. Millie entered a staffroom constituted by HPE teachers exclusively. She was 
the only female in the staffroom with five males one of whom was the HPE Head of 
Department (HOD)5 who, like her, was new to the school. Larry was appointed to a 
permanent position in a rural Secondary School, and in addition was assigned the 
position of sports coordinator, He  entered a general staffroom constituted by all 12 
teaching staff at the school (from a variety of teaching areas). Like Larry the majority of 
these teachers were under the age of 28 years, seven who, like him, had received their 
first teaching appointment at the rural Johnson School. Larry was offered and 
participated in a formal induction and beginning teacher program, and was allocated a 
mentor from the school administration staff. At McRiver School, Millie had no formal 
beginning teacher program or mentor and described her induction as self-directed, 
online, and brief.  
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Millie and Larry’s micropolitical staffroom stories emphasise what Sparkes 
(2002) describes as ‘participating with’ rather than ‘describing for’, the other members 
of the staffroom and as such not only reflect their own experience but also a social 
experience in the staffroom. Understanding the staffroom as a space in the field of 
teaching, where the field is enacted in a particular way, these two exemplar 
micropolitical staffroom stories evoke, illustrate and open for reflection beginning 
teachers’ positioning experiences of the staffroom.  
 
A presentation and discussion of stories from the field: Negotiating the 
staffroom 6 
 
Millie at McRiver High School – an urban setting: The frustrating curriculum 
story 
Millie transitioned into the HPE staffroom at the large McRiver Secondary 
School, a staffroom that housed five other HPE teachers, all of whom were male. While 
settling quickly and comfortably, Millie was often beleaguered with frustration at the 
lack of clear direction, cohesiveness, and collaboration in relation to the HPE 
department’s planning, pedagogy, curriculum and assessment. Millie remembered back 
to the first curriculum-planning meeting she had attended on the pupil free day at the 
beginning of Term One. The HPE teachers were required to map their departments’ 
curriculum in accordance with the new State Curriculum Assessment and Reporting 
Framework. Having just completed her university studies, which focused heavily on this 
Framework, Millie was aghast at the lack of understanding and subsequent 
conversations regarding the considerations and implementation of the Framework and 
its subsidiaries throughout this meeting. However, Millie did not feel comfortable 
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speaking up and voicing her opinions regarding this issue. She explained: 
I just said … I can’t help you because I don’t know, like when we 
were doing the activity I was like, cause I haven’t been here I don’t 
know how your program works. And they were fine with that. (Term 
One) 
Further Millie had been intimidated by the reaction of the staff to Louis, an 
experienced teacher new to the staffroom, who had voiced his concerns and ideas. 
Millie referred to Louis as ‘the ideas man’, and perceived that the other HPE teachers 
did not have much respect for him. Depicting that Louis had not done himself any 
favours in the delivery of his ideas and comments, Millie explained her perception that 
he had not been tactful or sensitive to being a newcomer to the staffroom and 
department; a staffroom with occupants who had been part of the staffroom story for a 
considerable length of time, occupants who Millie referred to as ‘the legendary 
teachers’. While Millie felt she had a significant in-depth understanding regarding the 
Framework, she perceived that she did not know how the school program worked. She 
chose to position herself within the staffroom by ‘going with the flow’ and not ‘rocking 
the boat’ as she considered that ‘[t]hey know what they are doing; people don’t like 
change you know’ (Term One). In this way Millie chose to ‘fit in’ with the story of the 
staffroom; what Tinning and Siedentop (1985, after Doyle, 1977) have described as 
‘cordial relations’. Similarly Millie considered that this sensitivity being a beginning 
teacher made life easier for the other HPE teachers: 
they had no preconceptions about me, they know I am a newbie… 
Like while I know what I think and what should happen I don’t have 
experience and I think that makes it easier for them. Because I am not 
in their faces [about] this is how you should be doing it. (Term One)  
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Although Millie expressed this sensitivity and awareness of being ‘the newbie’, 
her frustration regarding curriculum and assessment within the department deepened as 
the term had progressed. When planning units, resources and assessment, Millie found it 
increasingly difficult to negotiate and decipher the departments’ inconsistent 
expectations, program structures and requirements.  
everywhere you look the sports that we are covering are different…. 
Like it’s just like why? Why are they all different? … You look at one 
document and it says this sport and then another document it says 
these sports and I’m like well what are we doing? (Term One) 
While a deeply frustrating issue for Millie, she didn’t perceive the inconsistent 
and non-collaborative approach to planning was an issue for the other HPE teachers 
describing, ‘that is how it has always been’ (Term One). Millie suspected that the Head 
of Departments (HODs) approach to ‘easing people into it’ (Term One), and being 
respectful of ‘the legendary teachers’, facilitated and continued this disorganisation and 
way of operating. This ongoing staffroom story ‘bumped up’ against Millie’s 
understanding of best practice in terms of curriculum planning and pedagogy that she 
had developed and practiced in her university degree. 
Similarly Millie was dumfounded to learn that criterion and standards did not 
exist within the department for the practical assessable components of HPE courses. 
While her HOD had explained that he understood the theory behind practical criterion 
and standards, Millie was dismayed by his suggestion to simply grade students based on 
her ‘gut feeling’ and ‘judgement’. Millie found this intolerable and conflicted directly 
with everything she had been taught regarding assessment best practice at university 
and considered this approach absolutely unfair for students. It was not surprising though 
when Millie explained that she did not speak up about this issue, she sarcastically 
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justified that ‘I can’t say anything because I’m a first year and I know nothing’ (Term 
One). Instead Millie created her own criterion and standards. So as to not ‘rock the 
boat’, she avoided noting their absence in the Department, simply saying that the 
criterion and standards were a guiding tool for assessment, to help her make the best 
decision when assessing students. She masked this as the ‘needs ‘of a novice and 
protected her interests as a beginning teacher while maintaining ‘cordial relations’ 
within the staffroom. 
Towards the end of the school year Millie disappointedly confessed ‘I like my 
job. I think I can do better at my job. I think I’ve become a bit slack this year’ (Term 
Four). Central to Millie’s disappointment were the boring, non-creative and non-
experiential teaching practices, which she perceived she had adopted. These were in 
stark contrast to the experiential, creative and inquiry based pedagogies that she still 
really valued. This tension Millie negotiated on a daily basis, a conflict between her 
day-to-day teaching practices and her values regarding pedagogy. 
I’ve become lazy in my teaching practices - like when I was at uni, I 
was like, I’ve got a chance to make a difference in these kids’ lives. 
When you’re in the daily grind, you don’t think about that and I think 
you need to stop and do that. I try and do that as much as I can but 
some days I’m just like, how is this making a difference? (Term Four) 
Millie considered that she had ‘kind of got in a bit of a rut’ (Term Four). As the 
year progressed, Millie acknowledged that she had become lazy, often electing to 
employ a ‘chalk and talk’ method of teaching; a method that she knew was more 
conducive to behaviour management. In the daily challenge of teaching at McRiver 
School, much of Millie’s energy had shifted from planning and implementing creative 
and engaging learning experiences to ‘just getting through the work’ (Term Four). 
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Millie drew a distinction between her university practicum experience where ‘you can 
try all these different things and you’ve got time to do it’ and her life as a teacher now 
in ‘the real world, as much as you’d love to try this kind of style of lesson with these 
kids, you just don’t have time’ (Term Four).  
Of particular concern for Millie, was that some of her practices mirrored those of 
some of her colleagues within the staffroom, which she had previously vehemently 
criticised:  
some of them don’t give a shit and others have just been doing it 
[teaching] for so long, they’re just good at it. But like theory lessons, 
and I’ve kind of fallen into the same rut, but for the sake of getting 
things done, sometimes you have to do it. They just chalk and talk. No 
activities, no nothing…So I’m kind of getting the same which is 
horrible. (Term Four) 
Millie observed that she had been neither questioned nor held accountable for 
her teaching practices. She believed that had she evaluated and reflected on her teaching 
practices, she might not have slipped into what she considered ‘disappointing’, ‘lazy’ 
and ‘uncreative’ teaching practices. Millie was adamant that had she been surrounded 
by other teachers within the staffroom, who valued creative and engaging pedagogies, 
there would be no disappointment. Millie revealed much of her time and energy were 
exhausted in negotiating, deciphering, and ensuring that the content she was delivering 
was consistent with the other HPE teachers, rather than planning creative and engaging 
learning experiences. The disorganisation of the curriculum in the HPE staffroom it 
seems had filtered into Millie’s planning and teaching.  
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Negotiating the staffroom as the’newbie’- and all that it entailed 
Millie’s knowledge of the new curriculum, an intention to use a repertoire of creative, 
experiential, and inquiry based pedagogies, and a yearning to play with ideas were not 
valued by those already at the school. Consequently, coupled with being new, a contract 
teacher and not yet having a ‘feel for the game’ (Bourdieu 1990) her cultural capital was 
low. Her preferred practices were discouraged by the enactment of what could be 
understood as the behaviour management game already well known to staff and 
students. As someone still feeling her way, she acknowledged her social position as 
being ‘without experience’ and was complicit in submission to the inherited practices. 
In other words the practices of the field, which as Bourdieu (1990) explains creates the 
values and beliefs that sustain the field, became her practices. They did so in order for 
her to maintain cordial relations since she understood the field was determined by those 
relationships. Taking a submissive position meant she was not strongly positioned to 
legitimate the practices she had hoped to enact but she also accepted that position for 
now so that she was not totally marginalised. She recognized that ‘change’ to the social 
space was detrimental to her positioning as a ‘newbie’ and as a ‘contract teacher’ so 
adopted practices that reinforced the very symbolic violence (Bourdieu 1977) she 
wished to work against. She had become complicit in practicing the inherited version of 
the micro-field with a futures orientation of hope that change may come later. Whether 
complicit practices would become more durable in her may depend upon whether, or 
how long before, she would re-introduce alternatives and disrupt the status quo of the 
field. Another outcome could be that she would come to embody status quo practices as 
durable dispositions in habitus and reconstitute the very issues she was seeking to 
address to make a difference. In some ways the strategic employment of ‘cautious 
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newbie’ and ‘contract teacher’ who had no capital to trade may have been echoing 
similar experiences and awareness of positioning still fresh in her memory of practicum 
– important to strategic survival in her staffroom rather than ‘making a difference’ 
within HPE. 
 
Larry at Johnson School – a rural setting: Be a ‘professional’  
During his initial weeks at the challenging Johnson School, the only secondary 
school catering for 140 students in the small town (2500 residents), a sense of busyness 
and unity encompassed Larry’s consideration of the mixed subject staffroom. As a 23 
year-old graduate, Larry felt privileged to be sharing this small staffroom space (a 
3metre x 9 metre room) with 12 other teachers. He explained:  
[E]veryone is so helpful because they all know what you are going 
through…They’ve all been shipped out to a rural place….Getting all 
this stuff that you have never seen and done before. Everyone has 
been through the same thing. (Term One) 
Larry perceived a sense of unity within the staffroom, and depicted that 
everyone was working towards the same goal; everyone was busy taking on different 
responsibilities and doing their bit for the school such as learning coordinating, running 
the gifted and talented program, and facilitating the student council. Larry proudly 
reported that he was responsible for ‘all things sport’. He considered sport to be 
positively perceived by the majority of the staff at Johnson, with the HODs and the 
Principal (known elsewhere as Head teacher) being particularly supportive. Larry 
explained that ‘there are just a couple who are just not sporty people and no matter what 
I say it is not going to change so I just work around it’ (Term One). 
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Whilst Larry quickly felt comfortable in this ‘the united staffroom’, he was very 
particular in how he described his approach to being the beginning teacher, or, what he 
termed, ‘the freshy’ in the staffroom:  
we are all there to do your job but at the same time, you just have to 
be aware that you know, you are the new person, you are the one that 
people don’t know and that sort of thing. So I just went in there and 
introduced myself, be kind, be respectful towards others and try and 
get along with everyone as best as you can. You know make an effort 
to talk to people and things, matters outside of school too. (Term One) 
Being ‘professional’ pervaded Larry’s description of his approach to being a 
teacher in the classroom, staffroom, school and community. In conversations with Larry 
throughout the year, his commitment to his particular image of professionalism was 
striking. On moving to Johnson, he had made it a priority to portray this image of being 
professional which for Larry was: 
just doing your job. Making sure that you go to an effort to get along 
with people to do the right thing, to not do or say things that piss other 
people off. You’ve got to always think about what you do, think about 
what you say. Make sure you're doing your job correctly, you're doing 
the best by the students, you're doing best by the school, you're doing 
the best by yourself. You're just being the best that you can. You're 
sort of being highly organised, highly punctual. You know, just all the 
facts of professionalism. (Term Two) 
Larry expressed that this image of professionalism, was central to how he 
defined himself:  
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I think your job’s your job. And how you act at work is what defines 
you. So if you take your job seriously, if you're being professional, 
people are going to take you seriously and they're going to give you 
respect and they're going to look at you in the right way. Whereas if 
you don’t be professional, you don’t give a damn, people aren’t going 
to look at you in the right way sort of thing. And in a small 
community, that is so important. (Term Two) 
Larry spoke of the small community in which he lived ‘It's funny how people up 
here don’t differentiate between school and like outside’ (Term Two). Larry considered 
the staffroom as an extension of this small community with the priority of 
professionalism particularly important in this place he shared with ‘a completely 
different range of people who have got different morals, different values, different ways 
of looking at things’ (Term Two). Larry was intolerable of a number of teachers within 
the small staffroom who did not fit his image of a professional. However, he always 
endeavoured to act professionally towards them:  
there are people on staff who I look at the way they do things and I 
don’t agree with and I don’t necessarily like them, but I make an effort 
to portray – to be professional and always do things in the way in 
which I think is right. So if they make a comment that I don’t think is 
correct, you don’t stick your nose in and get involved but you kind of 
– I'm someone who doesn’t look for conflict. At the same time, I'm 
not going to sit there and take it either. You kind of keep things 
smooth, you know get along with everyone, do your job. If you’ve got 
something to say, say it but say it in the right way that’s not going to 
offend other people sort of thing. (Term Two) 
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As a novice, Larry tried to keep his head down, going ‘with the grain’ unless 
there was something he felt passionately about. Within the staffroom, Larry considered 
himself a ‘mediator; but when it comes to sport I'm the leader, I make the decisions, 
what I say goes’. Hence, Larry’s position was self-affirming, he was ‘the leader of 
sport’ and his commitment to a professional image had facilitated his entry into the 
staffroom by providing an avenue through which to develop rapport and, in turn, 
influence and earn the respect of his colleagues. He exemplified his approach in an 
episode related to Wednesday school sport. Larry had heard a teacher complaining 
about Wednesday sport and felt that the teacher was indirectly complaining about him. 
Larry considered this both unfair and unwarranted and stepped in to diffuse the 
situation. Speaking to this teacher privately, Larry reported that he acknowledged how 
the teacher was feeling and explained that he had not intended for the situation to come 
to that. Larry felt the problem was resolved ‘in the right way, in a very polite way, in a 
very submissive way. I didn’t look for conflict and it all worked out fine’ (Term Two).  
After six months, Larry’s perception of the staffroom was that it functioned on a 
shared ethos, a sense of unity and mutual respect between its members; a place where 
teachers were working towards the common goal of providing a positive learning 
environment for students from low socio economic areas. However, Larry depicted that 
this positive and united ‘vibe’ (his word) shifted dramatically when a small number of 
particular teachers were present in the staffroom. This swing in Larry’s perception of 
the staffroom had occurred since the conversation six months previously in Term One. 
Larry perceived there were a few teachers within the staffroom who did not share, nor 
attempt to embody what he termed the ‘unity’ of the staffroom. From watching and 
listening to these teachers, Larry had the impression that they ‘didn’t care’ about their 
important roles as teachers, respect other people within the staffroom or embody a 
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professional image. This, he described, was manifest in the way the staffroom ‘vibe’ 
changed almost abruptly when they entered the room, ‘When you get someone in there 
[in the staffroom] who doesn’t fit the mould or doesn’t go with the flow sort of thing, it 
just stuffs everything up’ (Term Two)  
Larry’s aggravation was clearly evident as explained an on-going issue between 
two teachers within the staffroom. This conflict, Larry indicated, had culminated in 
three large arguments in the staffroom, making everyone else in the staffroom feel 
uncomfortable. While Larry had never had an issue with these particular people, he was 
not interested in involving himself in their conflict nor did he agree with what he 
considered to be their unprofessional behaviour. Larry felt that these two particular 
teachers could not be trusted and their behaviour significantly changed the feel of the 
staffroom ‘they bitch and whinge about everything and take things out of context. But 
when they're in there, everyone sort of feels a bit uptight’ (Term Two). One of the 
teachers involved in the conflict was new to the school, and other teachers had 
mentioned to Larry that the staffroom ‘wasn’t like that last year’, that the arrival of one 
of these new teachers to the school had changed the whole feeling of the staffroom. 
Frustrated, Larry believed that all staff had the right to a professional environment in 
which they felt comfortable, the behaviour of these two teachers was unprofessional and 
significantly influenced the experience of other teachers within the staffroom. 
 
Entering the field as a sports coordinator 
Larry’s is a less common situation in the corpus of stories that made up the 
larger study from which these data are taken. First, he acquired cultural and social 
capital very quickly as he was assigned the position of sports coordinator. Not only was 
this position seen as important in the context of the business of school, within this 
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particular school sport was held in high regard. At the same time, the practices of 
organization, communication, and leadership connected with being sports coordinator 
were entirely consistent with ‘durably installed generative principle of regulated 
improvisations’ (Bourdieu 1977, p. 78) that Larry was able to bring to the position. His 
notion of ‘being professional’ in terms of his assigned role was connected to 
organizational skills, self-discipline and usually a high expectation of others. Indeed as 
we indicated earlier, Larry described himself as a leader and a decision-maker. Larry 
embodied the role of sports coordinator through these self-descriptions and through 
other expectations of leadership such as dress, punctuality, and even carriage of the self 
– that is, he wanted to ‘look the part’, or as Bourdieu (1977) might say ‘play the game’. 
Hence, the role defined the nature of the practices inherent within the role, as they were 
part of what Bourdieu calls the ‘objective structure’ (1977a, p. 78). It is this objective 
structure as a feature of the field that defines the social conditions for the production of 
those practices. Moreover, these practices were legitimated through what Bourdieu 
(1977) calls officializing strategies. Officializing strategies are the production of regular 
practices that presuppose competence and ultimately come to define and represent the 
practices that are then considered to be indispensable – that is, they assume the status of 
‘role’. This then confirms capital on the role holder, thus Larry gained capital from his 
role as sports coordinator. As Bourdieu (1977) describes, this capital provides the 
authority to ‘define’ a situation and then mobilize the available resources that are 
considered necessary to deal with the situation. Larry was in a position to define 
situations and assume the competence to manage them. This was how Larry saw 
himself ‘fitting in’ so easily and having a ‘feel for the game’ (Bourdieu, 1990b). The 
dialectic of his role and sense of self were harmonious. Larry played the game 
deliberately and consciously and was ‘born’ into the game. This was not common 
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across the study and inevitably this was not where Larry’s challenges lay. For Larry 
then, acquiring capital that was highly tradable in the staffroom and around the school 
given the status of sport was relatively straightforward (if not simple). Indeed, given the 
importance of sport to the sense of community in small country towns of Australia (see 
Baills & Rossi, 2001; Rossi & Sirna, 2008), Larry’s acquired capital far exceeded his 
expectations. So even though he was aware of the game and even though his practices 
to some extent defined the game, particularly when it came to ‘managing sport’, his 
status and kudos available through his playing of the game was unexpected yet came 
with advantages as to how he was positioned within the field. However, as a 
consequence of his emerging habitus there was a potential downside. His presupposed 
competence built through his performance of role seemed to heighten the disdain he felt 
when others failed to demonstrate what he considered to be the expected level of 
professionalism. So, while Larry was positioned well in the staffroom, through his 
legitimated position of permanent staff member and sports coordinator, his commitment 
to and illusion of professionalism meant that he did not challenge the status quo of the 
social workspace. Perhaps for Larry, the challenge and possibility of change in what 
became an unstable social space presented as a risk to the capital he had acquired.  
 
Conclusion 
These two emerging teachers could not have had more different experiences. 
Fields generally reproduce and legitimate what resources (including knowledge) are 
available and how they might be allocated, acquired and recognised. Field might also be 
understood as a network or a configuration of relations whereby those within the field 
are ‘determined’ by those relations (Wacqaunt, 1989). So although Larry and Millie 
entered the field of teaching, the relations within the field were different and this meant 
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that the regulating structures of the field shaped the practices of these two emerging 
teachers. The consequence of this however was quite different. For Millie, the 
micropolitical climate was one of complacency and an over-reliance on ‘experience’ to 
make judgements about curriculum, pedagogy and more specifically assessment. Her 
capacity to influence this (for the purposes of change), were seemingly limited and in 
the end she found herself ‘going with the flow’. She came then to embody the 
relationships and practices of the field as she was experiencing it in this space shaped as 
it was by the values and beliefs of people who maintain the relationships within the field 
(Wacquant, 1989). Her practice was ultimately formally sanctioned within and defined 
the parameters of enactment of and engagement in the field (Bourdieu, 1977). Bourdieu 
(1977) suggests that an agent is both ‘producer and reproducer of objective meaning’ 
(p.79) within the context of fields. This was the illusio (Bourdieu, 1990) for Millie. She 
played the game not because of its professional importance but to maintain (using 
Doyle’s 1977 term) cordial relations. This was important since as a beginning teacher 
on a limited contract she had to acquire capital. This entailed not rocking the boat. This 
seems to be a sad indictment for professional socialisation since capital could only be 
acquired via the mutable dispositions whereby she moved from embodying a best 
practice approach to teaching to one where she became a ‘bit slack’.   
 Larry’s acquisition of capital was assured through his positioning as the Sport 
Coordinator, a role for which there is great kudos given the importance attached to sport 
in rural Australia (see Baills and Rossi, 2001). Moreover, he was well supported by his 
colleagues and regarded himself as part of the fabric of the school and indeed of the 
community. He considered his ‘professionalism’ as his greatest strength.  Additionally 
Larry’s permanent contract was a further advantage and added to his capital as a bona 
fide teacher. The durability of his habitus was not undermined by exposure to poor 
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practice, as was Millie’s. On the contrary, in the beginning, Larry’s perceptions of 
staffroom ‘unity’ whereby the nominalised practices of teachers had a common goal and 
were defined by the actions of the actors within the field reinforced his views of what it 
meant to be a teacher.  
We wonder if there is a need to be cautious here? Larry’s position within the 
micropolitics of the staffroom of which he was a part, we suggest, held the potential for 
complacency. The trap of the illusion of his positioning meant that when the ‘vibe’ of 
the staffroom changed, rather than seek to ‘safeguard or improve’ the field (Wacquant, 
1989), Larry engaged in a level of symbolic violence by casting disdain upon others. So 
even though he described himself as a ‘leader’ he showed little in the way of leadership 
when the field changed. Rather his position in the field resulted in ‘contempt’ for others 
with whom he shared the space. In other words, the destabilising of the coherences of 
the field presented Larry with a challenge; the limits of his practice had left him 
underprepared to contribute to the field in order to re-establish sense of objective 
meaning that had broad support. For an emerging teacher in his first year, this is beyond 
what should have been expected of him, yet it was a position into which he was both 
thrust and at first he believed himself to be ‘born to’ (Larry’s words). 
If nothing else, this part of the study emphasises the enormous differences in the 
socialisation processes of the first year of teaching. The narratives also suggest here that 
induction processes are something of a chance occurrence. It is not so much that such 
processes are not offered. Each school that we encountered in this study had induction 
policies fully laid out in comprehensive and impressive policy documents. However the 
quality of the implementation of those processes appears to be highly diverse. The 
consequences of this are potentially manifold. First, there is a serious concern around 
equity. Whilst we would not expect all induction procedures for new teachers to be 
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exactly the same, they should at least be comparable. For these two teachers the level of 
induction was left to chance and happenstance and in both cases, led to challenges for 
the emerging teachers for which they had few personal resources (time in the field, 
connections, mentors) to call upon for help.  This leads to a second challenge. At a time 
of increased teacher accountability (see Apple, 2004; Ball, 2003; 2012) and the 
burgeoning audit culture, emerging teachers poorly (or perhaps serendipitously) 
inducted into the profession will be ill equipped to fully grasp the challenges of 
accountability that are likely to lie ahead. We would argue that a further challenge lies 
in teacher retention. We have no direct evidence from this particular study to connect 
teacher induction to teacher retention. However, we would argue that weak teacher 
induction could scarcely be regarded as a good platform for teacher retention. Finally, 
there is a challenge for teacher education generally but we would argue for physical 
education teacher education specifically. This challenge lies in the necessity to think of 
other ways that emerging teachers might be prepared to understand the micropolitical 
climate of schools. We acknowledge such challenges can never be fully anticipated, but 
would advocate for something akin to micropolitical education as a reflexive tool.  This 
might be one way to prepare new teachers to enter the field and more readily understand 
not only how they are, or have been positioned, but also how reflexive practices might 
enable smoother transition. 
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Notes 
1. Within international and national literature the notion of staffroom as a 
particular site, location, space and place within the school is quite slippery (see 
for example Ball, 1987; Gewirtz, 2002; lisahunter, Rossi, Tinning, Flanagan & 
Macdonald, 2011, Rossi & lisahunter 2012, Rossi, Sirna, & Tinning, 2008; 
Sirna, Tinning, & Rossi, 2008; Sirna, Tinning, & Rossi, 2010). For the purpose 
of this paper the term staffroom refers to the office space, which is co-inhabited 
by teachers, the staffroom may or may not be a subject department office.  
2. In this paper the terms physical education and health and physical education are 
used interchangeably. In Australia the subject area is called health and physical 
education; however, the term physical education is more common 
internationally. In general the literature on physical education teachers relates to 
health and physical education teachers. 
3. This project was funded by the Australian Research Council in the form of a 
three-year Discovery Grant and explored beginning teacher workplace learning 
in staffrooms. 
4. At the time of this research, secondary schooling in the State of Australia in 
which this study was conducted is typically Years 8-12 with students 
commencing Year 8 in the year they turn 13 years of age.  
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5. In the State of Australia in which this study was conducted a Head of 
Department (HOD) is a lead or head teacher of a subject area or department. For 
example HOD of HPE. 
6. Versions of these narratives were first published by two of the authors in 
Christensen, E., & Rossi, T. (2015). Entering the field as a sports coordinator: 
negotiating the micropolitics of the profession, In lisahunter, W. Smith, and e. 
emerald (Eds.) Pierre Bourdieu and physical culture, London: Routledge.  
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